Federal Government National Homelessness Initiative

Community Case Study
Victoria, B.C.

1. Introduction

This case study of Victorig, B.C. isone of a series of case studies of communities participating in the
federd government’s Nationd Homeessness Initiative (NHI). The case study firgt outlines community
action related to homelessness prior to the federal government initiative. It then describes the planning
and implementation structure the community put in place to respond to the NHI and lists projects
undertaken to date. Finaly, it notes some of the unique issues related to homelessness observed in the
community and some of the lessons the community learned that could be useful to other communities
responding to NHI or asmilar federd inititive.

Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC) is producing the case studies in order to contribute to
the government’ s understanding of how NHI isworking at the community level and the extent to which
the objectives are being achieved at this mid-way stage of the three-year Initiative. Communitieswill
thus have an overview of what is being done in their own community, and of what can be learned from
the experiencesin individuad communities that may be gpplicable to others participating in the Initiative.

The case study is based on areview of Victoria s homelessness plan and other documents and reports
relating to homeessness and a series of interviews with people representing the following groups (a
complete list of the groups is attached to this report):

local HRDC homelessness managers and staff

provincid and municipa government officiasin relaed program areas

community planning steering committee and sub-committees

community organizations active in service ddivery for homeless persons and people at risk

Information from the community case studies done across Canada will be compiled with data on
projects being funded and other information to give HRDC a nationd perspective on how the Initiative
isworking to date.
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2. Homelessness Activities Prior to the Federal Gover nment I nitiative

Extent of overdl activity, programs, facilities

Asin mogt Canadian communities, charitable and/or non-profit organizations have been providing for
the needs of the poor and the homelessin the city of Victoria and the thirteen other municipdities that
make up Greater Victoriafor over 100 years.

Severd years before the federd homelessnessiinitiative began in January, 2000 a number of loca
community groupsin Victoria came together to identify strategies to cope with cuts to government socid
savices spending. One of those codlitions was the CRUNCH committee, formed in 1997, which was
made up of socid service agencies, the business community and local government. Committee
members met to develop strategies to dea with poverty and homel essnessin the community despite the
limited funding avalable at that time. Members dso supported the creetion of the Housing Affordability
Partnership to focus on the need for affordable housing.

Community planning

Some groups, such as the CRUNCH committee, were meeting prior to NHI to discuss homelessness,
but there was no forma regiona strategy to meet and to address the issue.

Involvement by federd, provincid and municipad governments

Prior to the NHI, federa government involvement in homeessness was limited to initiatives sustained by
CMHC through the RRAP program to contribute to the renovation of residentid dwellings for low-
income renters. After the federa decision to phase out direct involvement in the funding of affordable
housing, the province continued to fund the building of low-rent housing units through its agent, B.C.
Housng. Recent provincid housing policy has encouraged the funding of low-rent housing for sngle,
hard-to- house homdessindividuals or those at risk of home essness throughout the province.

In addition, the province has funded shelter and socid services through three agenciesin Victoriaon an
on-going bass. The Ministry of Human Resources pays for Sxteen hogstd beds at the Sdvation Army
and an additiond five overflow beds during the winter months under the Cold/Wet Wesather Strategy.
Payment is made on a per diem bags. A smilar arangement exists with Streetlinks, for 44 beds for
men and 11 for women. In 2001 the Ministry found additiond fundsfor 5 beds at the Sdvation Army,
but this extra funding is not part of regular program funding and may not be available again.
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Victoria s Capita Hedlth Region partnered with B.C. Housing to secure housing for homeless persons
with menta hedth and addictions issues, and with the Ministry of Human Resources to fund and saff a
satdlite office in downtown Victoria to better serve the housing, socid assistance and socid service
needs of the same population.

The municipdity has participated actively in the search for community solutions for housing and

home essness and has a Community Development divison and afull-time socid planner. As noted, the
city was amember of the CRUNCH committee, which supported the crestion of a Community
Outreach position to work with the homeless and those a risk of homelessness in the downtown areain
partnership with the local United Way and the province. Funding for this position extends from the fall
of 1999 to thefdl of 2002. The city has also worked closely with local groups of homeless youth to
find solutions to youth home essness.

3. How Victoria Has Responded to the Federal Government Initiative

Initid work by HRDC

The city of Victoriawas granted a portion of “20 percent funding” as aresult of extensive lobbying by
concerned members of the Victoriacommunity to Minister Bradshaw during her vigits to the province.
Initsinitid consultations with provincid officias, HRDC decided to limit the spending of SCPI dollarsto
the city of Victoriaitsdf, excluding the other 13 municipdities that made up Greeter Victoria. The
reasons for this were as follows: (a) Victoria had been previoudy identified as the hub of activity by the
homeless population in Greater Victoria; (b) most of the homeless tended to gravitate to the city for
support and assistance; (c) the amount of money dlocated to the city ($1.4 million over three years)
was seen as rlaively samdl and it was fdt that a process to determine how to distribute the funding to
13 municipdities was too complex an exercise to undertake; and, (d) statistics clearly demonstrated the
seriousness of homeessness and poverty in the city of Victoria

Once federa funding was granted, HRDC staff moved quickly to help establish the Victoria Steering
Committee on Homelessness as a focus for community planning. In November 2000, the committee set
out to gather information, begin community consultations and increase public awvareness about
homelessness.

Community planning process

The consultants and the steering committee organized extensive research and consultation activities with
the groups listed below, and dl but afew participated. The following organizations are represented in
the community planning process.
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Overall Community Planning

Downtown churches

Victoria Housing providers

Community Centre Network

Community Economic Development Corporation

Downtown service providers

City of Victoria s Socid Planning and Housing Advisory Committee
Victoria Native Friendship Centre

United Way of Greeter Victoria

Canadian Homebuilders Association

The consultants and the steering committee worked to involve the whole community in the planning
process. For example, they consulted with community groups and held focus groups and interviews
with homeless persons. Homeless persons were aso consulted during the planning, but were not
directly involved in the planning processitsdf. Asin other communities, committee members struggled
to find ways to involve homeless people in the process.

Aborigind members of the Victoria community were invited to participate in the planning process and
did s0. The mgority of Aborigind representatives were pleased with the community plan developed by
the committee and, as aresult, did not see the need to repest the exercise for their population. Instead,
Aborigind groups chose to adapt the plan to their specific needs and the members of their selection
committee used it to help select proposds for funding to address Aborigind homelessness.

Gaps and priorities

The regiond homelessness plan identified the following gaps and prioritiesin Victoria

1. avallability of safe, affordable housing and the continuum of services —the need for "safe places'
for clients to be able to turn once they leave the dtreet life, the sex trade and/or substance abuse

2. enhancement of support services — especidly for homeless persons with mental hedlth
conditions, those living with HIV/AIDS, ex- offendersand youth — including: coordination of
outreach services, development of a crigs stabilization unit; provison of hedth care and dentd
sarvices, coordination of life skills programs; provison of more preventative services,
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development of ahousing registry service; and supply of storage facilities; together with training
and mentoring for people working with the homeless

3. coordination and communication: encourage collaborative partnerships and information sharing
between agencies, coordinate the discharge process of menta health care, correctiona facilities
and agencies that serve the homeless;, develop communication and education Strategies designed
to keep homeless persons informed of the services available to them in the community; creste
case management tools that alow the homeless to take complete advantage of the continuum of
supports in the community

4. capacity: develop strategies to ascertain the number of people who are homeless or at risk of

homeessness in the community, dong with their characteristics and their needs, and provide o
going support to service providers and volunteer- based agencies that serve the homeless

Implementation to date

At the time of the case study, the following projects had been approved:

Proj ects Approved to Date

AIDS of Vancouver Idand
To renovate and improve the Positive Living Centre to better serve homeess clients, especidly those
with discbilities

Burnsde Gorge Community Association
To promote a continuum: of-supports gpproach to reducing homelessnessin the Burnside Gorge
Community

City of Victoria Asset and Gap Project

Gresater Victoria Drug and Rehabilitation Association
To furnish asx-bed recovery home with basic furniture and supplies

M'akola B.C.H Society
To provide trangtiond housing to homeess Aboriginas

Open Door Inner City Ministry

To operate a drop-in centre that offers avariety of services to homeless persons —including medls,
showers, clothing, counsdlling, advocacy and support

PEERS — Progtitutes, Empowerment, Education and Resource Society

To work with former sex-trade workers and provide them with a stable trangtional housing option

Victoria Human Exchange Society and the GAEA Recovery Home for Women
To establish additiona supported housing for homeless persons

YM/YWCA and the Boys and Girls Club Services
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To operate anight shelter for homeless youths aged 15 to 24

Threshold Housing Society
To provide life skills training to homdess youth in Victoria

Upper Room Society
To purchase the necessary equipment to provide meds to the homeless and those at risk of
homelessness

Victoria Cool Aid Society
To provide temporary storage space to homeless persons and to identify the life skills training/learning
needs of homeless persons

Victoria Native Friendship Centre
To provide a drop-in program for homeless Aborigind youth

The sdlection committee has completed the second round of project selection for Year 2 of SCPI
funding. At the time of writing, projects were undergoing the find steps of the gpprova process, but 16
projects had been submitted to the federa government for approval.

Key observations

One of the halmarks of the federd government’s homdessnessinitiative is its flexibility to adapt to
crcumgances in individua communities. The community case sudies highlight this aspect of the
Initiative because participating communities dl have unique ways of addressng homelessness according
to their circumstances and preferred gpproaches, and al have different ways of adapting the NHI to
their particular needs.

In Victoria, researchers devel oping the case studies reported the following key observations about the
way this community is responding to the federd homdessnessiinititive to date:

The guarantee of funding for homelessness was the key to attracting interested parties around a
table to dedl with theissue. Both Minister Bradshaw and locd HRDC taff were praised by the
people in the community we spoke to for the commitment and support they offered to the
Victoriacommunity. Their actions have clearly served to increase the profile of the federd
government in the greeter community.

The community plan to address homeessnessin Victoriais seen as an effective ingrument that
provided aforum for al interested parties to participate, and supported an action for input from
the homeless themsdlves. Having the “right” people around the table (that i, individuas with an
intimate understanding of the issue, a network of resources in the community and awillingness to
make along-term commitment to the process) is seen as an important dement of a successtul
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community planning process. The spirit of cooperation was strengthened by the municipa
council, which openly supported the committee' s efforts.

Community planning, and especidly the “gaps and priorities exercise,” has broadened the
community’ s awareness of homelessness, the range of issues that need to be addressed as well
asthe possible solutions. This has contributed to a community commitment to cometo the table
to solve problems rather than concentrate on funding issues.

The Aborigind and youth communities were both actively involved in the development of a
community action plan that respectstheir particular needs. The executive director of the
Victoria Native Friendship Centre Sits on the city's steering committee and Aborigind groups
were encouraged to submit proposals for SCPI funding over and above funding that was
available to them through the Urban Aborigind Strategy (UAS) homeessnessfund. One
Aborigind group secured funding for its homel essness projects through the SCPl process.
Representatives from agencies focused on youth homelessness were al so encouraged to submit
proposals despite the availability of other youth homel essness funds, and two youth

homel essness projects received SCH funds.

Although the decision to focus SCPI funding on the city of Victoria received much support,
three interviewees representing service providers from surrounding municipditiesin the region
expressed disgppointment with this decison. All three organizations fdlt that the needs of the
homeessin their communities had been ignored in the process of developing the homelessness
plan.

Although many were pleased with the commitment and support they had received from the loca
HRDC géff, the mgority expressed concern about the unwieldy bureauicracy associated with
theinitistive. Mogt fdt that the paperwork was very time consuming and cumbersome. Others,
with limited resources to provide services, were concerned with the amount of time they had to
devote to the administration as well as the amount of resources needed to respond it.

For the project selection process, expressions of interest were distributed among smdler teams
within the selection committee. Some selection committee members would have preferred that
every member study al the expressions of interest. They fdt that not everyone was working
with the same information. In addition, the mgority fdlt that one day was not along enough time
to reflect on the merits of each project in addressing the identified gaps and priorities.

The smdler Aborigina sdection process proceeded with less difficulty, yet this community was
frustrated with the delays in obtaining approval and project funds.
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The communication strategy adopted by the homel essness committee was effective at
maintaining the flow of information among the different partners, including HRDC. Some
committee members were unsure about the effectiveness of communication beyond the
committee but could not determine if members had the time or resources to communicate their
deliberations to secondary sources and/or the greater community.

Although activities to address homeessnessin Victoriaare il in the early stages, service
providers are dready taking to heart the commitment to working more closdly together to ded
with homel essness — an example mentioned during severd interviews for this sudy isthe
partnership between the Open Door Ministry and the Upper Room Society to work under one
roof to provide shelter and drop-in services for homeless men and women in the city.  Service
providers and community leaders have decided to actively encourage partnership ventures to
address homelessness in the future.

Some participants were candid in voicing concerns about the sustainability of their own projects
given the present economic climate in British Columbia and the budgetary decisions made by the
provincid government in mid-January of thisyear. Officids from the Ministry of Community,
Aborigind and Women's Services aswdll asthe Ministry of Human Resourcesinterviewed for
this study reinforced those concerns. The consensusin Victoriais that the federd government
needs to recognize the limits of the loca community’s ability to secure the funding needed to
maintain activities specificaly targeted to homeess and at-risk individuds.

Winter 2002
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